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Introduction
What is the World Wide Web? The first thing that comes to mind in answering 
this question is to describe in detail the technical communications protocols 
between servers, HTML syntax etc., but this is certainly not the only possibility. 
In his blog, The Technium1, Kevin Kelly, former director of the then mythical 
magazine Wired, devoted one of its articles to “digital natives”, meaning the 
children who have been born surrounded by computers and with a very different 
approach to those of us who were first exposed to digital technologies in adult-
hood. An anecdote I believe to be especially meaningful: parents are talking 
about how back in the 1970s there were no computers and how different it was 
to work back then. A child who is listening to their conversation feels surprised. 
The child eventually interrupts them to ask: “There were no computers? So... 
How did do you connect to the Internet?”
The child’s question is much deeper than what it appears to be at first glance. 
What if the Internet is not in fact the interconnection of millions of computers 
through a series of technological protocols, but rather, a mythical realm, a state 
of mind about how information should be shared and how each of us contrib-
utes to this global knowledge?
We have gone from talking about physical technologies – transistors, micro-
chips, LCD monitors – to idea-based technologies: Google’s search algorithm, 
Facebook’s “friend of a friend” concept, Wikipedia’s collective building of knowl-
edge. We have acquired the ability to mimic how we interact socially and turn it 
into technologies.
The Web as Utopia
The purpose of this article is, firstly, to show that the World 
Wide Web, more than a technology in the strictest sense 
of the term, is a state of mind, and secondly, to analyse 
the features it would include in the future as from such a 
characterisation. As such, this paper examines the history of 
the Internet and shows that there are a number of utopias 
and ideological principles defining it, with the wisdom of the 
crowds as the core idea.
1	 Kelly,	K.	The Technium	
[blog].	[Consultation:	
September	1,	2011]	
Available	at:		
http://www.kk.org/
thetechnium/	
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What will the Web of the future look like? I cannot predict neither the 
brands or processes that will be successful nor the technical specifications of the 
semantic Web nor what mobile phones will be able to do in five-years time. But I 
can say one thing for certain: the Web’s ability to facilitate social interaction will 
be amplified. The science-fiction author, William Gibson, has a famous dictum: 
“The future is already here, but it is not uniformly distributed”. The same is true 
for the WWW’s state of mind: some parts of the Web have already adapted, for 
the most part, to this new paradigm of doing things; others, however, are still 
running according to the old paradigm of communication built from large con-
tent publishers that generate content one-sidedly, with users being relegated to 
playing the role of consumers. In the future, we will see how the concept of a 
social Web will gradually permeate the entire structure of the WWW.
In this article, we will delve into the history of the Internet from an ideologi-
cal perspective to show the five utopias that are behind its foundation, utopias 
that will help us to understand this state of mind that defines the WWW. At the 
risk of sounding paradoxical, I believe that the creators of the Internet, rather 
than inventing it, actually discovered a series of social principles that they used 
to build a conceptual structure. Because they were engineers and programmers, 
they shaped this formal structure into a programme, but as Lawrence Lessig2 
brilliantly argues, software is simply code and it shares many of its formal char-
acteristics with the legal code. We can read the WWW’s client-server communi-
cations protocols as information technology, but they can also be understood as 
a constitution that assigns rights and obligations to cyberspace users.
The five utopias of the Internet
We have commonly read and heard that “the Internet was originally a military 
project”. Some have even tried to draw harsh conclusions–not to mention con-
spiracy theories–from this historical observation, lucubrating on how the evil 
military would actually be willing to give us such an anarchical tool as the Web. 
More specifically, this legend says that the Internet was born from military efforts 
to have a communications tool that would be capable of continuing to operate in 
the event of a nuclear attack. However, it is nothing more than a legend. The real-
ity is that, even though the creators of the first version of the Internet (DARPA-
NET) thought that such a system could be of interest to the military, in the hour 
of truth, the Pentagon did not consider it viable, and when this first horizontal 
computer network was ultimately developed, it was only to facilitate communica-
tions between research scientists working on projects funded by the Pentagon3.
So what are the basic ideological principles behind the development of the 
Internet, considering that the military were essentially absent? The most widely 
accepted hypothesis links this ideology to that of hackers – not tabloid hackers 
that break into servers to steal credit card information, but hackers in the origi-
nal sense of the term4. We are talking about aficionados – some, but not all of 
them, college students – who were fascinated by digital technologies and wanted 
that knowledge to be accessible to everyone. In part, these hackers were draw-
2	 Lessig,	L.	Code and Other 
Laws of Cyberspace.	New	
York:	Basic	Books,	1999.
3	 Castells,	M.	La Galaxia 
Internet.	Barcelona:	Plaza	
y	Janés,	2001.
4	 Levy,	S.	Hackers: 
Heroes of the Computer 
Revolution.	London:	
Penguin,	2001.
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ing their ideology from science itself and from the universities’ universal sense 
of knowledge transfer5, but on the other hand, it was also being defined by the 
American counter-culture of the late 1960s and early 1970s. It may seem surpris-
ing that characters as important as the fathers of the Internet were influenced 
by the Do It Yourself and hippy counter-cultures, but we need to remember that 
when Internet protocols were being defined in the 1970s, software engineering 
did not exist as a profession. Rather, computer experts came from the worlds of 
physics or mathematics and computers were minor issues for young people, fel-
lows; serious professionals filled pages of equations and did not waste their time 
on “gadgets”. Journalist John Markoff makes a splendid reconstruction of the 
counter-cultural basis for the origin of the Internet6.
To a somewhat lesser but not negligible extent, there was the influence of 
what are known in the US as libertarians, i.e. the followers of an ideology that 
combines the principles of the minimal government of anarchism with limit-
less faith in the free market. Texts such as Anarchy, State and Utopia by Robert 
Nozick7 or the novel-fables of Ayn Rand, such as The Fountainhead or Atlas 
Shrugged 8, significantly influenced the creators of Internet communications 
protocols.
From this odd and unpredictable ideological mixture, a number of utopias 
emerged, shaping, quite logically, not only the philosophical and political vision 
of the Internet, but also the very development of the technology itself. E-mail be-
ing what it currently is, is not exclusively due to purely technological issues, but 
also to an ideology shared by the different “founders” of the Internet, which in-
cluded basic ideas on what knowledge is and how information should be spread 
when the first Internet communications protocols were being developed. 
Among all possible utopias and ideologies behind the Internet, I would like 
to focus on five that I consider essential, for they successfully grasp what I have 
earlier called “the state of mind of the WWW”. Let us look at them one by one.
Communicative utopia 
In first place, we have what we might call a “communicative utopia”. It is one of 
the most firmly rooted in the development of the Internet as from its inception. 
In its simplest form, it has been coined in a famous saying: “Information wants 
6	 Markoff,	J.	What the 
Dormouse said: How 
the 60s Counterculture 
Shaped the Personal 
Computer.	New	York:	
Viking,	2005.
7	 Nozick,	R.	Anarchy, State 
and Utopia.	New	York:	
Basic	Books,	1974.
8	 Rand,	A.		
Atlas Shrugged.	New	
York:	Plume,	1999.	
The Fountainhead.	
London:	Penguin,	2007.
5	 Himanen,	P.	The Hacker 
Ethics.	New	York:	Random	
House,	2002.
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to be free”. It is particularly meaningful to note that this dictum does not come 
from a software engineer, but from an environmental activist, Steward Brand, 
editor of The Whole Earth Catalog, a publication devoted to the Do It Yourself 
counter-culture, environmentally-friendly buildings, the return to nature etc. 
 Pekka Himanen, quoted earlier, intuitively explains this process in great 
detail, showing how the universalist ideal of enabling information to flow freely 
stems from the same university model of understanding information, forming 
the basis of what he calls “hacker ethics”: a new way of understanding work in 
which personal motivation, the furtherance of knowledge and being recognised 
by our peers replaces the ideas of accumulating wealth or increasing our politi-
cal or social power.
Political utopia 
The second utopia is a political utopia, with its best representative undoubtedly 
being the famous paper by John Perry Barlow, A Declaration of the Independence 
of Cyberspace9. Here, Barlow presents the Internet as a new frontier (in the style 
of the far West or the conquering of space), arguing that this new frontier must 
be organised in self-managed way, without any kind of government influence or 
interference by politicians, judges or lawyers. The text was sufficiently generic 
and lyrical so as to not reveal a strong libertarian ideology (as mentioned earlier, 
in the meaning that Nozick gives to this term: the government being limited to 
acting as guarantor of the law and society being self-managed by individuals 
following free market laws), reason why it served as a powerful meme and was 
translated into dozens of languages, becoming the seedling of the first Internet 
activist groups.
Crowd-based utopia
If the political vision of Barlow was to create a new utopia where politicians had 
absolutely no work to do, then we would have a third, partially opposing utopia, 
developed more from left-wing politics. Although the left wing had been histori-
cally inclined to view the Internet essentially as an alienating space to exploit 
the common people and defend unfettered globalisation10, it slowly and gradu-
10	 Casacuberta,	D.	
“Izquierda	y	derecha	en	el	
ciberespacio”	in	Iniciativa 
Socialista.	No.	7	(1998),	
p.	27-34.
9	 Barlow,	J.P.	A Declaration 
of the Independence 
of Cyberspace	[online].	
1996.	[Consultation:	
September	1,	2011].	
Available	at:	http://
homes.eff.org/~barlow/
Declaration-Final.html
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ally came to discover the Internet’s potential as a very low-cost communications 
tool that is much less exposed to government censorship. Hardt and Negri11 
provide a reconstruction of this utopia based on the “crowd” concept. A number 
of groups with very different social agendas (ranging from environmentalism to 
feminism, the defence of the vegan diet, the fight against discrimination based 
on sexual orientation, classical Marxism or free distribution of music on the 
Internet) temporarily joined efforts to defend their rights, opposing the mercan-
tilist model of the globalised world that authors have labelled as “The Empire”.
From the very beginning, we can thus see that the central theme is a new 
way to view knowledge. Therefore, the fourth utopia is a knowledge utopia. The 
best expression of this ideology is found in the development of free software; the 
idea that software should not be owned by anyone and that both knowledge and 
information should be free and reusable. Even though this might originally have 
seemed to be more of a technical implication (the need for software to be “lib-
erated”, i.e. that source codes should be freely provided so other programmers 
could learn how it is made and perhaps modify it), in reality, from its inception, 
the idea that knowledge has to be within everyone’s reach and not controlled by 
economic principles is an ideological vindication. Thus, it is not surprising to 
see that the main ideologist of the free software movement, Richard Stallman12, 
thinks that software, being algorithms, which are in essence mathematics, must 
be free and non-patentable, just as no one can patent the Pythagorean theorem 
or the value of pi.
Self-organising utopia
And so we arrive at a utopia that serves as synthesis: the self-organising uto-
pia. This utopia was initially shaped by computer hacker and entrepreneur John 
Guilmore, who invites us not to wait for governments to guarantee us our rights: 
we can do it ourselves through physics and mathematics. As such, we combine 
the idea that information and knowledge must be free (knowledge such as cryp-
tography or computer security) with the clearly counter-culturally resonant po-
litical utopia of government-independent organisation.
After reading this brief description of the five utopias behind the creation 
of the Internet, it is easier to understand its outright anarchical and hard-to-
legislate creation, which has provided us with great resources such as Wiki-
pedia, practices that may be either marvellous or demonic depending on the 
observer, such as P2P downloads, and really annoying applications, such as 
spam. These are not practices guaranteed by technology. As Lessig argues13, 
software is nothing more than code and nothing prevents current protocols 
from being changed into control protocols, just as a liberal constitution can be 
transformed into a legal protocol to ensure the survival of a dictator. If Internet 
operation has remained unchanged over time – despite the fact that extremely 
diverse and very powerful forces have attempted to transform it –, it is because 
of this state of mind characterised by the five utopias that describe the mythical 
realm of the Internet.
11	 Hardt,	M.;	Negri,	A.	
Empire.	Cambridge	
(Mass):	Harvard	University	
Press,	2000.
13	 Lessig,	L.	Op.	cit.
12	 Stallman,	R.;	Lessig,	L.;	
Gay,	J.	Free Software and 
Free Society.	Cambridge	
(Mass):	Free	Software	
Foundation,	2002.
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Toward the Web of capabilities
The main reason why we might consider that new communications technologies 
such as the Internet are revolutionary is because of the collective and distribut-
ed spin they have given to the spreading of information. Information technolo-
gies give us the opportunity to stop being receivers in order to finally become 
emitters.
Unfortunately, purely formal revolutions are not true revolutions. It is of no 
use to place ordinary citizens in front of fascinating technological communica-
tions capabilities, if they later lack the actual possibility to use those capabili-
ties in a way that will truly improve their lives and provide them with certain 
political power. 
In order for the collective Internet utopia to make any sense, having a com-
puter and a telephone line to connect to it is not enough. We also need to know 
what to do with that information and learn how information and communica-
tions technologies can actually improve our lives. Here we can apply the ideas 
developed by Sen14 on equal opportunities. According to Sen, guaranteeing 
equality before the law or even equal access to resources is not enough; we also 
need to guarantee equal access to functions and capabilities.
Here, functions are understood as all practices and knowledge that one can 
activate as a means to achieving a specific end that will help one develop as 
a person. As such, thinking about the digital gap issue, having a telephone, a 
modem and a computer would be one function. Knowing how to connect them 
would be another one. The pro-universal-access policy of most governments and 
institutional centres focuses exclusively on providing citizens with only those 
functions that are absolutely necessary.
Sen is convinced that formal access to functions is not sufficient to develop 
freely as a person; it does not guarantee equal opportunity. Capabilities are 
also necessary, i.e. the knowledge that tells us how we can connect functions to 
achieve our goal. A truly democratic society needs to ensure knowledge of these 
capabilities and eliminate all barriers that prevent such capabilities from being 
exercised.
Summarising, this is how I see the Web’s future: the consolidation of a utopia 
that desires free access to information and the collective building of knowl-
edge. In the process of equitable distribution, we will see how – with whichever 
technological means are required – the latest marketing daftnesses disappear 
into oblivion while an increasing number of aspects of our on-line communica-
tion are built from the idea of collective creation, encouraging the development 
of capabilities in the sense given by Sen. Whether 3.0, 4.0, ubiquitous, with or 
without flash, the Web will always be a collective construction of capabilities, 
since this is what human nature ultimately is. This is how the Web was before 
the computer age and this is how it will remain, even if, in the distant future, we 
connect to it directly through a chip linked to our brain...
14	 Sen,	A.		
Nuevo examen de la 
desigualdad.	Madrid:	
Alianza,	1995.	
Development as Freedom.	
Oxford:	Oxford	University	
Press,	1999.
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